
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

THE UN WATERCOURSES CONVENTION: WHAT IS IN IT 

FOR EUROPEAN COUNTRIES? 
 

In early 2006, WWF 

launched a global 

initiative to promote the 

1997 UN Convention on the 

Law of the Non-

Navigational Uses of 

International watercourses 

and accelerate its 

ratification process. The 

Convention is a global 

framework setting the 

standards and procedures for the cooperative management of international watercourses. It 

counts today 17 contracting states – 18 short of the necessary for entry into force. The ratification 

initiative has mobilized several governments and other stakeholders in efforts to raise awareness, 

build capacity and support countries through the process. We are now calling for the entry into 

force of the convention by 2011.  

As part of this campaign, the European Water Partnership (EWP), the Global Nature Fund, Green Cross 

International, the Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI), the Swedish Government and WWF 

have recently co-hosted an event to promote discussions on the role and relevance of the UN 

Watercourses Convention to European states. The event took place during the 2009 World Water 

Week, in Stockholm, Sweden, and aimed to explore how the convention can catalyze knowledge 



and experience exchange with other regions, support development cooperation policies and 

climate change adaptation in a transboundary context, and foster international peace and security.  

Mr. Udo Gattenlöhner, Executive Director of the Global Nature Fund 

chaired the session and debates were moderated by Ms. Lesha 

Witmer, consultant on water issues. Panellists and participants 

elaborated on why the UN Watercourses Convention is important for 

Europe and on the European Union’s potential role in its ratification 

process. According to Dr. Anders Berntell, SIWI’s Executive 

Director, the convention would support development cooperation 

policies in transboundary basins, while not generating additional 

obligations for EU member states. Existing European legislation, including the UNECE Water 

Convention and the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD), while in harmony with the UN 

Watercourses Convention, already establish more stringent and detailed standards. This point was 

reiterated during discussions, with Mr. Carel de Villeneuve, from the Dutch Ministry of Transport 

and Water, recalling an in-depth study commissioned under the UNECE Water Convention that 

found that instrument to be aligned with the UN Watercourses Convention. Moreover, as 

Europe has benefited greatly from the implementation of the UNECE Water Convention, one 

would expect the countries in the region to play an active part in bringing into effect an 

equivalent instrument at the global level. In that context, EU Member States should give due 

consideration to the possibility of a block ratification. As a contracting state and the member 

currently holding the EU Presidency, Sweden is well positioned to take this forward.  

Friedrich Barth, EWP’s Vice-Chairman, noted that the 

UN Watercourses Convention inspired the drafting of the 

WFD and would offer a stronger legal basis for 

negotiations and cooperation between EU and non-EU 

countries. This is important since the WFD requires 

Member States to endeavour to coordinate with non-

members. He also referred to the positive role played by the WFD and the UNECE Water 

Convention in exporting their principles into specific treaties, such as the existing framework 

agreement on the Danube – an important function the UN Watercourses Convention would fulfil 
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globally. In addition, widespread European ratification would send other nations a strong political 

signal of the importance of international law and the convention in the management of 

transboundary waters. At the same time, joining and promoting the convention would be 

consistent with Europe’s long tradition of promoting the rule of law. In Mr. Barth’s words, “if 

you want to show leadership, you have to ‘do your homework’ by promoting and joining all 

water-related treaties!” On behalf of EWP, Mr. Barth committed to bringing the topic of the 

convention’s ratification to the attention of the EU parliamentarians in the coming months.   

Dr. Uschi Eid, Vice-Chair of the UN Secretary General’s 

Advisory Board on water and Sanitation (UNSGAB), recalled 

the value of the UN Watercourses Convention for 

conflict prevention and stressed that efforts to bring it 

into force are in fact a peace initiative: “Water should be 

a source of peace, not of war,” she said, in highlighting 

the importance of international law in the field. She also 

referred to the key role played by Parliamentarians in ratification processes, urging participants to 

approach their national and European legislators and ask them to take action. UNSGAB, for 

example, has sent letters to a number of parliaments around the world, urging them to take every 

possible step to get the ratification process triggered and completed in a timely manner.  

Cecilia Scharp, as CS Head of Team for Sustainable Services, spoke on behalf of the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), one of the main partners in the UN Watercourses 

Convention Global Initiative. She noted that, if over 100 nations agreed that the convention was 

necessary at the time of its adoption, this was becoming increasingly the case, with rapid 

population growth, rising water demands, and the severe effects climate change will have on 

freshwater resources. She also reiterated Sida’s willingness to further contribute to the ratification 

process, particularly by supporting capacity building and awareness-raising in West and Southern 

Africa.  

According to Dr. Patricia Wouters, Director of the IHP-HELP Centre for Water Law, Policy 

and Science (under the auspices of UNESCO) University of Dundee, “While only 6 EU Member 

States out of 27 have ratified the Convention, this offers an ideal opportunity for Europe to 

demonstrate collective leadership on this important issue.” Discussing the connection between 
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poverty alleviation and regional peace, she illustrated how an effective UN Watercourses 

Convention can foster both. 

The Convention would strengthen the negotiating 

position of weaker states and guide cooperation where 

no other applicable legal instruments were in place. The 

ultimate goal of international law is to maintain regional 

peace and security, and the convention’s entry into force 

would represent an important step in the development 

of the law governing international watercourses, nicely complementing other relevant pieces of 

water legislation. For all these reasons, it is in Europe’s own interest to “export” the convention 

to other regions, as it has done with the WFD, and lead the process for ensuring its swift entry 

into force. This should be seen within the context of a larger strategy to tackle development and 

conflict issues through sound transboundary water management. In so doing, Europe would leave 

the world a lasting legacy in the field of water justice. The proposal by the Swedish government to 

make this a priority during its presidency should be applauded.  

During discussions, Dr. Lifeng Li, Freshwater Director at WWF International, recalled that 

Europe is largely dependent on water resources from the developing world, including from 

poorly managed transboundary basins, in the form of virtual water embedded in imported 

products. Therefore, European countries have a vested interest in contributing to the 

development of international law that would support the sustainable management of those shared 

waters. A key question from the audience pertained to the costs potentially involved in 

maintaining a meeting of the parties and a secretariat for coordinating implementation. Panellists 

clarified that the convention does not contain provisions in that regard and its implementation 

would take place fundamentally through existing or future regional, basin or sub-basin 

agreements and joint governance bodies. Under the UNECE Water Convention, parties are 

already under an obligation to create those mechanisms. As a global, more flexible instrument, 

however, the UN Watercourses Convention does not contain a similar duty, but only a 

recommendation. Once in force, the convention would guide states through the process of 

cooperation, setting the stage for dialogue and exchange to evolve into formal regimes in the 

context of specific treaties and institutional arrangements, as agreed among the riparians 

concerned.  
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Semund Haukland, from the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), 

stressed the importance of international legal instruments, such as the UN Watercourses 

Convention, to create a widely agreed framework for international development cooperation and 

for global dialogue on climate change adaptation. He called for clear information to all states 

involved on the potential implications from the convention’s ratification and entry into force for 

European countries at large. 

During the closing session, Ms. Annika Nilsson, Head of the Water Section at the Swedish 

Ministry of the Environment, noted the usefulness of having the UN Watercourses Convention 

in place to offer a broad overview of the status and evolution of international water law – 

something beneficial to Member States, since EU laws are often so detailed that “maybe we do 

not see the bigger picture and principles anymore.” She reiterated Sweden’s commitment to 

disseminate the value of the convention and encourage additional ratifications in Europe. She 

closed her statement by underscoring her country’s full adherence to the convention’s principles, 

and noting that block ratification might indeed be an appropriate avenue to pursue. 

Lasse Gustavsson, WWF Sweden’s Secretary-General, summarized discussions and closed the 

event, reaffirming the importance of bringing the UN Watercourses Convention into force and 

the unique role that Europe, the EU and especially Sweden can play in advancing this process. 

 

For more information on the UN Watercourses Convention, the global ratification initiative and 

our invited speakers, please visit 

http://www.panda.org/what_we_do/how_we_work/policy/conventions/water_conventions/  

 

 


